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7Second, the wide extent of the 
problem of displacement, across the 
developing world, is brought out 
starkly through these studies. The 
approach adopted for wildlife con-
servation has been similar across 
continents, with relocation being 
a central goal of management, un-
til very recently. Such a focus has, 
in many cases, precluded possibili-
ties for local-community partici-
pation at any level, whether it be 
decision-making, sustainable ex-
traction, benefit sharing, or joint 
protection. At the same time, the 
entry of destructive development 
projects into areas vacated by com-
munities is becoming alarmingly 
common, showing that there may 
be larger forces at work in protect-
ed area decision-making than are 
immediately visible.
Village relocation has clearly 
emerged as an important issue in 
conservation that needs to be ex-
amined far more closely than it has 
been in the past. This issue, which 
is fast becoming the central pivot of 
the international conservation dis-
course, urgently calls for informed 
engagement across disciplines. 
Public discussion of this issue has 
recently expanded, as is seen by a 
spate of studies on conservation-
induced displacement, including 
those in this issue of Current Con-
servation. Rigorous field-based re-
search has led to more informed 
discussion than in the past, and 
has created possibilities for seeking 
a middle ground between the two 
dominant cultures of conservation. 
Field research also makes likely 
greater accountability and trans-
parency in bureaucracy due to the 
emergence of independent sources 
of information.
In the case of India, the issues 
of equity and justice impinge on 
conservation today in larger ways 
than they did in the past. The ma-
turing of electoral democracy and 
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Displacement resulting from the establish-ment and enforcement of protected areas has 
troubled relationships between 
conservationists and rural groups 
in many parts of the world. This 
paper examines one aspect of dis-
placement: eviction from pro-
tected areas. Opinions about the 
natures and scale of this problem 
are divided. Some authors have 
stated that the literature on evic-
tions from protected areas offers ‘a 
massive cataloguing of past, recent 
and ongoing abuses’, while others 
assert that ‘to date little empiri-
cal evidence exists to substantiate 
the contention that parks are bad 
for local people’.  We believe that 
the truth lies somewhere between 
these two positions. There are 
many cases of displacement which 
the latter authors are ignoring. But 
the first statement exaggerates the 
quality, extent and order of knowl-
edge. Our grasp of the subject is 
simply not as good as they claim. 
We carried out a global review of 
protected area evictions, looking 
for as many as we could find in pub-
lished literature. The reports we 
the assertion of once marginal 
groups has not only made coer-
cion more problematic but has also 
opened up spaces for more just and 
balanced approaches in the pursuit 
of biodiversity conservation in the 
future.
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8collected covered only 184 protect-
ed areas. Many were scant or poor 
quality often giving no details at all 
(such as dates, numbers of people, 
reasons) about the moves. It is high-
ly likely that much has gone unre-
ported. But we can get some inkling 
of the geography of evictions from 
these studies. Evictions have been 
most common in Africa, South and 
South East Asia and North Amer-
ica; relatively few are reported in 
this literature from South and Cen-
tral America, Australia, Europe, 
the former Soviet Union and most 
of the Caribbean and the Pacific.
We also learnt something of the 
history of eviction. Most protected 
areas from which evictions have 
been reported were set up before 
1980. This is not a global trend, but 
the consequence of the strong pat-
terns in North America and Sub-
Saharan Africa which are well repre-
sented in the cases we have studied. 
In some regions (Central America, 
South and South East Asia) the 
opposite trend is apparent, with 
more protected areas for which 
evictions are reported established 
after 1980. Regardless of the 
trends in establishment, we should 
not infer the timing of evictions 
from the date of establishment. 
In many cases laws providing for 
the removal of people from a pro-
tected area were not established 
until long after it was set up.
But there are remarkably few stud-
ies published on eviction before 
1990, and a surge of publications 
thereafter. The surge does not ap-
pear to have been driven by a spate 
of recent evictions. Rather they 
were mainly the result of a spate 
of historical investigations. This 
has characterised a number of in-
vestigations of protected areas in 
Southern Africa and Eastern Afri-
ca. It has been a particularly strong 
feature of scholarship emerging 
from North America. In other re-
gions (such as South America) the 
relative lack of historical re-exam-
ination, and the general paucity 
of eviction cases, suggest that the 
practice has been relatively rare. 
Where eviction is still prevalent, 
it is often bound up with other de-
bates about environmental change 
or degradation (Tanzania), eco-
system services (Thailand), or the 
appropriate development strategy 
for undeveloped people who live 
in parks and who need to be moved 
out so that they can become proper 
citizens (Botswana). Large conser-
vation NGOs were not generally 
prominent in eviction operations. 
Eviction remains one of the tech-
niques conservation requires to 
achieve its goals. The issue is how 
it is carried out, and with what 
consequences to local people. 
Unfortunately many of the im-
portant players in conservation 
circles are yet to come up with 
a coherent response over how 
to handle evictions humanely.
Given the preliminary nature of 
this review, and the poor quality of 
the literature which we were deal-
ing with, we are hesitant to use it 
to describe the state of eviction 
from protected areas, but we have 
suggested a number of hypotheses 
which we hope other studies of this 
phenomenon will test. Perhaps most 
importantly our review also showed 
that there were far more important 
things going on than just eviction. 
It remains the most dramatic and 
devastating impact, the most vio-
lent thing a state can do to its law-
abiding citizens. But it is not the 
most prevalent problem that many 
people face in and around protected 
areas and there is a real danger that 
a focus on eviction will divert atten-
tion away from more pressing issues.
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A former village recently vacated and bulldozed 
in an Indian Tiger Reserve
